Growing Up in the Thumb of a First Baseman\u27s Mitt by Albrecht, Rick
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renderings of the patterns of sweat covering the pitcher's uniform; the 
awkward, nervous movements of a rookie hitter; or the thickness of the 
muggy, hot dog-beer-and-cigar-scented fog bank that always seemed 
to hang in the bright white lights of the old stadium on the corner of 
Michigan and Trumbull in Detroit. 
What a wonderful way to prepare for restful sleep (which usually 
invaded my six year-old body about the top of the seventh inning). But 
these gentle times were also set aside for serious instruction. When Har-
well mentioned the problem Gus Triandos was having corralling a Hoyt 
Wilhelm knuckleball-despite the use of his oversized "butterfly" catcher's 
mitt-Dad would pick up one of the dozen or so balls that were strewn 
around my room and expertly maneuvered my fingers around it so I could 
not only hear, but see, and kinesthetically experience, how the peculiar pitch 
was thrown. George, Ernie, and Dad would then describe, with sanctity 
and solemnity befitting a brotherhood of monks, the mischievous little 
jig such a grip could inspire in mere yarn and horsehide. 
Of course there is a lot more to learning the game of baseball than 
could ever be accomplished lying on a bed listening to the radio. I spent 
every day, from March to November, honing my baseball skills-not an 
altogether easy task-having no brothers and living miles from the nearest 
kids. But with a little creativity, even an isolated six year-old can devise a 
way to practice the fundamental arts of throwing, catching, fielding, and 
hitting. 
After hours of refining my makeshift practices I became rather adept at 
hitting fungos to myself, tossing the ball high in the air with a gloved hand, 
hitting the towering fly with a one-handed swing, dropping the bat, and 
chasing the ball into the deepest corner of the yard to attempt a Mays-like 
over-the-shoulder catch before crashing into the crabapple tree. 
Infield practice consisted of throwing a hard rubber ball against the 
garage door so as to test my ability to range far to my glove or backhand 
side to stab the hot smash, whirling and throwing to first base in a single 
motion. If the initial toss at the garage door skipped off the ground a split-
second before hitting the base of the door, it would result in what George 
or Ernie would describe as "a high chopper off the front of the plate" that 
had to be charged hard and flipped sidearm-or submarine-on to first 
base. My permanent first baseman, by the way, put "Iron-Man" Gehrig 
to shame-literally and figuratively-because he was the inner iron hub 
of the rear tire on our rusty old orange Case tractor. If I hit the hub with 
my throw to first, the runner was out. I would often play complete nine-
inning games, fielding every ball for both teams. Each game would take 
somewhere between two and a half to three hours if you included the 
obligatory "rhubarb" with a first base umpire (who was apparently under 
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H e l l o  e v e r y b o d y ,  t h i s  i s  E r n i e  H a r w e l L  W e  h a v e  a  r e a l  s p e c i a l  t r e a t  i n  
s t o r e  f o r  y a  t h i s  e v e n i n g ,  w h e n  t h e  T i g e r s  h o s t  t h e  W h i t e  S o x  i n  t h i s ,  
t h e  r u b b e r  g a m e  o f  t h e i r  t h r e e - g a m e  s e r i e s .  A  y o u n g s t e r  w h o  h a i l s  
f r o m  a  s m a l l  t o w n  j u s t  a  l i t t l e  o v e r  a n  h o u r ' s  d r i v e  f r o m  t h e  b a l l p a r k  
w a s  c a l l e d  u p  f r o m  D e n v e r  y e s t e r d a y  a n d  w e ' l l  g e t  o u r  f i r s t  g o o d  l o o k  
a t  t h e  y o u n g  f e l l a  h e r e  t o n i g h t  w h e n  h e  s t a r t s  a t  t h i r d  b a s e  a n d  b a t s  
i n  t h e  l e a d o f f  s l o t  a g a i n s t  C h i c a g o ' s  w i l y  v e t e r a n  r i g h t h a n d e r ,  E a r l y  
W y n n  . . .  
I  w o u l d  s p e n d  h o u r s  o n  e n d  n e a r l y  e v e r y  d a y ,  b y  m y s e l f ,  p r a c t i c i n g  
t h e  f u n d a m e n t a l s  o f  t h e  g a m e .  I n  f a c t ,  s o  m u c h  t i m e  w a s  s p e n t  o n  t h e s e  
i m a g i n a r y  d i a m o n d s  t h a t  t h e  o l d  b u s y b o d y  w h o  l i v e d  i n  t h e  o n e  h o u s e  
c l o s e  e n o u g h  t o  o u r s  t o  s e e  h o w  I  s p e n t  m y  d a y s ,  f e l t  c o m p e l l e d ,  i n  a l l  
s e r i o u s n e s s ,  t o  i n q u i r e  o f  m y  m o t h e r  t h e  e x a c t  n a t u r e  o f  h e r  s o n ' s  m e n t a l  
c o n d i t i o n .  
T h e  h i g h l i g h t  o f  e a c h  d a y  c a m e  a t  4 : 3 0  w h e n  i t  w a s  t i m e  f o r  m e  t o  g r a b  
m y  s i x - f i n g e r e d  f i e l d e r ' s  g l o v e ,  a n  o l d  B i l l  D i c k e y  M o d e l  c a t c h e r ' s  m i t t ,  a n d  
t h e  b e s t  ( l e a s t  w a t e r l o g g e d )  b a l l  I  h a d .
2  
I  w o u l d  s i t ,  n o t  s o  p a t i e n t l y ,  o n  a n  
o l d  t r e e  s t u m p  w h e r e  o u r  g r a v e l  d r i v e w a y  m e t  t h e  d i r t  c o u n t r y  r o a d .  I  w a s  
w a i t i n g  f o r  m y  f a t h e r  t o  c o m e  h o m e  f r o m  w o r k  a t  t h e  M a r l e t t e  C o a c h  
t r a i l e r  f a c t o r y .  A l t h o u g h  h e  o f t e n  w o r k e d  t w o  j o b s  a n d  s t i l l  h a d  c h o r e s  
t o  d o  a r o u n d  o u r  s m a l l  f a r m ,  I  c a n ' t  r e m e m b e r  h i m  e v e r  r e f u s i n g  t o  p l a y  
c a t c h  o r  " p i t c h  m e  a  f e w . "  A l t h o u g h  h e  w a s  o c c a s i o n a l l y  s o  u n r e a s o n a b l e  
a s  t o  i n s i s t  t h a t  I  a l l o w  h i m  t o  g e t  a  d r i n k  o f  w a t e r ,  g o  t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m ,  
o r  s a y  h e l l o  t o  m y  m o t h e r  b e f o r e  w e  a s s u m e d  o u r  c u s t o m a r y  p o s i t i o n s  i n  
t h e  w e l l - w o r n  d i r t  s p o t s  i n  t h e  o t h e r w i s e  p l u s h  g r e e n  l a w n ,  I  n e v e r  o n c e  
r e m e m b e r  h i m  r e j e c t i n g  m y  r e q u e s t .  
T h e r e  m a y  b e  n o t h i n g  t e r r i b l y  u n u s u a l  a b o u t  a  y o u n g  b o y  b e i n g  
t o t a l l y  c o n s u m e d  b y  b a s e b a l L  B u t  m y  o b s e s s i o n  m i g h t  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  a  
b i t  e x t r e m e  ( m a y b e  t h e  o l d  l a d y  n e x t  d o o r  w a s  o n  t o  s o m e t h i n g  a f t e r  a l l ) .  
O d d l y  e n o u g h ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  I  l o v e d  s h a k i n g  h a n d s .  N o t  b e c a u s e  I  w a s  
a n  o u t g o i n g  a n d  s o c i a b l e  y o u n g  m a n  b u t  b e c a u s e  i t  a l w a y s  r e m i n d e d  m e  
o f  t h e  w a y  b a s e b a l l  p l a y e r s  i n  t h o s e  d a y s  c o n g r a t u l a t e d  o n e  a n o t h e r  f o r  
h i t t i n g  a  h o m e  r u n .  A s  h e  r o u n d e d  t h i r d  b a s e ,  t h e  s l u g g e r  w o u l d  a l w a y s  
s h a k e  h a n d s  w i t h  t h e  t h i r d  b a s e  c o a c h  a n d ,  a s  h e  c r o s s e d  t h e  p l a t e ,  s h a k e  
t h e  h a n d s  o f  t h e  n e x t  h i t t e r  a n d  a n y o n e  w h o  m i g h t  h a v e  b e e n  o n  b a s e  a t  
t h e  t i m e .  T h e s e  w e r e  t h e  d a y s  b e f o r e  h i g h - f i v e s ,  f o r e a r m  b a s h e s ,  f i s t  p u m p s ,  
c h e s t  b u m p s ,  o r  s k y w a r d  p o i n t s .  A  s i m p l e ,  s t o i c ,  r u n n i n g  h a n d s h a k e  w a s  
t h e  f u l l  e x t e n t  o f  a  h o m e  r u n  c e l e b r a t i o n .  
I n  o u r  s m a l l - t o w n  L u t h e r a n  c h u r c h ,  i t  w a s  a  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  o u r  o l d  
G e r m a n  p r e a c h e r  w o u l d  s h a k e  h a n d s  w i t h  t h e  c o n g r e g a t i o n  a s  t h e y  l e f t  t h e  
S u n d a y  s e r v i c e .  N e e d l e s s  t o  s a y ,  I  t o o k  e v e r y  b e n e d i c t i o n  a s  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  
R i c k  A l b r e c h t  
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to make believe I had just blasted a three-run shot offWhitey Ford and the 
Reverend was my third base coach, standing there offering an outstretched 
hand to congratulate me on my worthy accomplishment. Now that I 
think of it, it was probably a good thing for me that chest bumping and 
fist pumping hadn't yet made their way into baseball (although I suppose 
I might have gotten away with a brief, silent skyward point). 
Playing for the (Watertown) Cubs 
The Bill Dickey model catcher's mitt I dragged to the road each evening 
didn't really belong to me or my father; it was part of the catcher's gear 
for the Watertown Cubs little league baseball team. My father had volun-
teered to coach the team and that meant we always got to take the team's 
equipment bag home with us. Of course that also meant my mother soon 
found it necessary to unilaterally impose a ban on the wearing of shin-
guards, chest-protectors, masks, or batting helmets at the dinner table, 
or to bed. 
Watertown was not a city, or town, or even a village. It was a half-mile 
stretch of "reduce speed" road at the junction of a state highway and a 
pothole-ridden blacktop road consisting entirely of a gas station, a church, 
a cemetery, and what was insensitively, but unashamedly, referred to in 
those days as a "school for retards." It just so happened, however, that the 
school's lumpy hayfield playground lived a secret life as the practice field 
for the Watertown Cubs, a unsanctioned "little league" team made up of 
8 to 12-year old farm boys living within a five-mile radius of the intersec-
tion. One need only imagine the inappropriate razzing the little Cubbies 
were forced to endure when the team's secret connection with the "retard 
school" was exposed. 
Unfortunately, in a rural area where houses are typically a mile or so 
apart, there were only about ten or eleven boys who lived close enough to 
join the team. Worse yet, because most were farmers' kids, one or two of 
the players had to miss virtually every practice or game in order to help out 
on the family farm. This ragtag bunch of country bumpkins had neither 
a team sponsor nor a home field. Their pregame ritual consisted of four 
or five kids piling into a couple of cars and traveling a half hour or so to 
a neighboring town. 
Such impoverishments are typically thought to hinder athletic skill 
development, but, in my case at least, they provided an opportunity unavail-
able to most young ballplayers. As a six year-old, my official position on 
my father's team was that ofbatboy. But because we were usually short a 
player or two, my father would approach the other team's coach before the 
game to discuss the alternatives. Dad would matter-of-factly point out that 
forcing the Cubs to forfeit the game wouldn't really be in the best interest 
of the kids on either team and a reasonable solution might be to simply 
allow his son, the scrawny batboy, to take the place of the missing player. 
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) f f W h i t e y  F o r d  a n d  t h e  
) f f e r i n g  a n  o u t s t r e t c h e d  
) l i s h m e n t .  N o w  t h a t  I  
h a t  c h e s t  b u m p i n g  a n d  
t a l l  ( a l t h o u g h  I  s u p p o s e  
r a r d  p o i n t ) .  
>  t h e  r o a d  e a c h  e v e n i n g  
L r t  o f  t h e  c a t c h e r ' s  g e a r  
1 .  M y  f a t h e r  h a d  v o l u n -
r s  g o t  t o  t a k e  t h e  t e a m ' s  
m e a n t  m y  m o t h e r  s o o n  
n  t h e  w e a r i n g  o f  s h i n -
~ts a t  t h e  d i n n e r  t a b l e ,  
l l a g e .  I t  w a s  a  h a l f - m i l e  
a  s t a t e  h i g h w a y  a n d  a  
f a  g a s  s t a t i o n ,  a  c h u r c h ,  
1 a m e d l y ,  r e f e r r e d  t o  i n  
e r r e d ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  t h e  
l i f e  a s  t h e  p r a c t i c e  f i e l d  
a g u e "  t e a m  m a d e  u p  o f  
:  r a d i u s  o f  t h e  i n t e r s e c -
~zing t h e  l i t t l e  C u b b i e s  
1 e c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  " r e t a r d  
e  t y p i c a l l y  a  m i l e  o r  s o  
o  l i v e d  c l o s e  e n o u g h  t o  
1 e r s '  k i d s ,  o n e  o r  t w o  o f  
L m e  i n  o r d e r  t o  h e l p  o u t  
b u m p k i n s  h a d  n e i t h e r  
r i t u a l  c o n s i s t e d  o f  f o u r  
n g  a  h a l f  h o u r  o r  s o  t o  
t o  h i n d e r  a t h l e t i c  s k i l l  
m  o p p o r t u n i t y  u n a v a i l -
m y  o f f i c i a l  p o s i t i o n  o n  
, v e  w e r e  u s u a l l y  s h o r t  a  
t e a m ' s  c o a c h  b e f o r e  t h e  
· o f - f a c t l y  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  
y  b e  i n  t h e  b e s t  i n t e r e s t  
o n  m i g h t  b e  t o  s i m p l y  
~ o f  t h e  m i s s i n g  p l a y e r .  
T h e  c o a c h ' s  i n i t i a l  s u s p i c i o n  t h a t  h e  w a s  s o m e h o w  b e i n g  h o o d w i n k e d  w a s  
g e n e r a l l y  a l l e v i a t e d  w h e n  h e  c a u g h t  a  g l i m p s e  o f  t h e  r i d i c u l o u s - l o o k i n g  
w h i f f e t  w i t h  a  j a c k - o - l a n t e r n  s m i l e ,  a  b a g g y  f l a n n e l  u n i f o r m ,  a  f i e l d e r ' s  g l o v e  
h a l f  t h e  s i z e  o f  h i s  e n t i r e  b o d y ,  a n d  B u d d y  H o l l y  g l a s s e s  w h o  w a s  b e i n g  
p r o p o s e d  a s  t h e  s u b s t i t u t e  b a l l p l a y e r .  M y  r e c o l l e c t i o n  i s  t h a t  m o r e  t h a n  
o n e  c o a c h  h a d  t o  s t r a i n  t o  h i d e  a  v i s i b l e  s m i r k  a t  t h e  m e r e  t h o u g h t  o f  h i s  
t w e l v e - y e a r  o l d  p i t c h e r ,  n e a r l y  t h e  s i z e  o f  a  g r o w n  m a n ,  f i r i n g  s p e e d b a l l s  
p a s t  t h e  r u n t  i n  t h e  p o p - b o t t l e - l e n s  g l a s s e s  w h o  w a s  n e a r l y  a  f o o t  s h o r t e r  
t h a n  t h e  n e x t  s m a l l e s t  p l a y e r  o n  e i t h e r  t e a m .  
T h e r e  w e r e ,  h o w e v e r ,  a  c o u p l e  o f  t h i n g s  t h e s e  o p p o s i n g  c o a c h e s  d i d n ' t  
t a k e  i n t o  c o n s i d e r a t i o n .  R e m e m b e r ,  G e o r g e ,  E r n i e ,  a n d  D a d  h a d  w o r k e d  
w i t h  m e  a l m o s t  e v e r y  n i g h t  o n  t h e  f i n e r  p o i n t s  o f  t h e  g a m e .  U n l i k e  m o s t  
o f  t h e  p l a y e r s  i n  t h e  l e a g u e ,  I  k n e w  h o w  ( a n d  w h e n )  t o  l a y  d o w n  a  b u n t ,  
e x e c u t e  a  " f a d e  a w a y "  s l i d e ,  t a g  u p  o n  a  f l y  b a l l ,  s e t  u p  a  r e l a y ,  h i t  t h e  c u t o f f  
m a n ,  b a c k  u p  a  t h r o w ,  a n d  f o r c e  t h e  l e a d  r u n n e r .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  t h o u s a n d s  
o f  g r o u n d  b a l l s  o f f  t h e  g a r a g e  d o o r  a n d  s u b s e q u e n t  t h r o w s  t o  m y  t r a c t o r  
t i r e  t e a m m a t e  h a d  g i v e n  m e  f i e l d i n g  s k i l l s  o f  p l a y e r s  t w i c e  m y  a g e  a n d  s i z e .  
F i n a l l y ,  a l t h o u g h  I  m a y  h a v e  f a n c i e d  m y s e l f  b e i n g  c u t  f r o m  t h e  s a m e  c l o t h  
a s  K a l i n e ,  K i l l e b r e w ,  o r  C o l a t i v o ,  m y  o f f e n s i v e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  C u b s  
w a s  f a r  m o r e  s u g g e s t i v e  o f G a e d e P  F e w  l i t t l e  l e a g u e  p i t c h e r s ,  i t  t u r n s  o u t ,  
c a n  c o n s i s t e n t l y  h i t  a  1 7  X  1 7  i n c h  s t r i k e  z o n e  f r o m  4 6  f e e t ,  s o  I  e n d e d  u p  
l e a d i n g  t h e  t e a m ,  i f  n o t  t h e  l e a g u e ,  i n  o n - b a s e  p e r c e n t a g e .  
T h e  l o n g e s t  H o m e  R u n  i n  B a s e b a l l  H i s t o r y  
D e s p i t e  t h e  r e a l i s m  o f  G e o r g e  a n d  E r n i e ' s  n i g h t l y  p l a y - b y - p l a y  d e s c r i p -
t i o n s ,  t h e  m y s t e r i e s  o f  m a j o r  l e a g u e  b a s e b a l l  o n l y  f u l l y  r e v e a l  t h e m s e l v e s  
w h e n  t h e  s i g h t s ,  s o u n d s ,  a n d  s m e l l s  a r e  e x p e r i e n c e d  f i r s t h a n d .  O n  S a t u r d a y ,  
S e p t e m b e r  1 0 ,  1 9 6 0 ,  m y  f a t h e r  a n d  I  m a d e  t h e  9 2  m i l e  p i l g r i m a g e  f r o m  
o u r  h o u s e  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  t h e  " T h u m b "  t o  w h a t  w a s  t h e n  c a l l e d  B r i g g s  
S t a d i u m .  N e v e r  m i n d  t h a t  a s  w e  l o a d e d  u p  o u r  b l u e  a n d  w h i t e  O l d s m o -
b i l e  R o c k e t  8 8  t h a t  m o r n i n g ,  o u r  b e l o v e d  T i g e r s  w e r e  a  h o r r e n d o u s  s e v e n  
g a m e s  b e l o w  . 5 0 0 .  N e v e r  m i n d  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  l a n g u i s h i n g  a  w h o p p i n g  
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/ z  g a m e s  o u t  o f  f i r s t  p l a c e .  N e v e r  m i n d  t h a t  t h e y  h a d  n o t  f i r e d - b u t  
t r a d e d - t h e i r  m a n a g e r ,  J i m m i e  D y k e s  t o  C l e v e l a n d  j u s t  a  m o n t h  e a r l i e r .
4  
N e v e r  m i n d  t h a t  t h e y  w o u l d  b e  f a c i n g  t h e  f i r s t - p l a c e  B r o n x  B o m b e r s .  D a d  
a n d  I  w e r e  a b o u t  t o  j o i n  1 0 , 8 1 3  o t h e r  d i e h a r d  T i g e r  f a n s  a t  m y  b a p t i s m  
i n t o  t h e  g a m e  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  b a s e b a l l .  
I n  t h o s e  d a y s ,  t h e  D e t r o i t  T i g e r s  d i d  n o t  p l a y  i n  a  " p a r k "  o r  o n  a  " f i e l d " -
t h i s  w a s  a  S T A D I U M - a n d  i t  l o o k e d  m o r e  l i k e  a  s t a t e  p e n i t e n t i a r y  t h a n  
a  b a l l p a r k .  T h e  fa~ade o f  t h e  m a s s i v e ,  g r i m y ,  g r a y - w h i t e  c o n c r e t e - a n d  - s t e e l  
f o r t r e s s  w a s  i n t e r r u p t e d  b y  a  s u c c e s s i o n  o f  s l i d i n g  m e t a l  g a t e s ,  p a d l o c k e d  
c h a i n - l i n k  f e n c e s ,  i r o n - b a r r e d  w i n d o w s ,  n a r r o w  t u r n s t i l e s ,  a n d  m a s s i v e  
t o w e r s  o f  f l o o d  l i g h t s  p o i n t i n g  i n  e v e r y  d i r e c t i o n .  I t s  p e r i m e t e r  w a s  e v e n  
p a t r o l l e d  b y  u n i f o r m e d ,  a r m e d  g u a r d s .  T o  a  s m a l l  b o y  f r o m  f a r m  c o u n t r y ,  
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: e ,  e x c e p t  f o r  o n e  t h i n g .  
: e c u r i t y  s y s t e m s  w e r e  n o t  
e n t e r i n g .  T h i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  
t i c e d  b e h i n d  t h e  w a l l s  o f  
s a c r e d  f o r m s  o f  m a g i c .  
h e  " C o r n e r "  w a s  i n d e e d  
J f f  t o  a  1 - 0  l e a d  i n  t h e  
P a w "  M a x w e l l
5  
d r o v e  i n  
s t a r t e r  B o b  T u r l e y .  T h e  
n d  o n  a  G i l  M c D o u g a l d  
> t  i n  t h e  f o u r t h ,  t o o k  a  
L  i t  h a p p e n e d .  W i t h  t w o  
J a u l  F o y t a c k  c o m m i t t e d  
: r n i e  a l w a y s  s a i d ,  " y o u ' r e  
m t  w h e n  y o u ' r e  p i t c h i n g  
' l i n d  2 - 0 ,  y o u ' r e  t e m p t i n g  
T h e  l e f t - h a n d e d  h i t t i n g  
o n  t h e  F o y t a c k  f a s t b a l l  
m o r e  t h a n  t h e  l e n g t h  o f  
- o v e r  t h e  9 4 - f o o t  h i g h  
h e  s h e d  o f  a  l u m b e r y a r d  
J i n g  d e b a t e ,  t h e  G u i n n e s s  
n g e s t  h o m e  r u n  e v e r  h i t  
B a s e b a l l  l i v e s  f o r e v e r ,  b u t  
a t i o n  t h a t  i t ' s  n o t  j u s t  t h e  
. z z l i n g  w h i t e ,  s o m e t i m e s  
m a n c e - e n h a n c i n g  d r u g s ,  
a d u l t e r y ,  d r u n k e n n e s s ,  a n d  d o m e s t i c  v i o l e n c e ,  y o u  s o m e h o w  r e c o n c i l e  y o u r -
s e l f  w i t h  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  C o b b  w a s  n o t  o n l y  t h e  b e s t  a l l - a r o u n d  b a s e b a l l  p l a y e r  
i n  h i s t o r y  b u t  o n e  o f  t h e  g a m e ' s  m o s t  d e s p i s e d  h u m a n  b e i n g s  ( S t u m p ,  
1 9 9 6 ) ;  R o s e  w a s  n o t  o n l y  b a s e b a l l ' s  a l l - t i m e  h i t  l e a d e r  b u t ,  l i k e  S h o e l e s s  
J o e ,  r e c e i v e d  a  l i f e t i m e  b a n  f r o m  t h e  s p o r t  f o r  g a m b l i n g  ( D o w d ,  1 9 8 9 ) ;  
T h o m s o n ' s  d r a m a t i c  " s h o t  h e a r d  ' r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d "  m a y  h a v e  c a p t u r e d  t h e  
i m a g i n a t i o n  o f  a  g e n e r a t i o n  o f  b a s e b a l l  f a n s ,  b u t  t h e  ' 5 1  G i a n t s  p r o b a b l y  
r e a l l y  w o n  t h e  p e n n a n t  b e c a u s e  t h e y  w e r e  s t e a l i n g  t h e  D o d g e r s '  s i g n s  w i t h  
a  t e l e s c o p e  h i d d e n  i n  c e n t e r f i e l d  ( P r a g e r ,  2 0 0 1 ) ;  a n d  C a n s e c o ,  P a l m e i r o ,  
B o n d s ,  M c G u i r e - a n d  w h o  k n o w s  h o w  m a n y  m o r e - h i t  h o m e r s  w i t h  a  
r e g u l a r i t y  t h a t  f e w  h a d  e v e r  s e e n ,  b u t  t o  d o  s o  t h e y  h a d  t o  d e c e i v e  t h e i r  
m u s c l e s  a n d  t h e i r  f a n s  ( M i t c h e l l ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  
I f  y o u  e n g a g e  i n  a n y  a c t i v i t y  l o n g  e n o u g h ,  y o u  w i l l  c e r t a i n l y  e x p e r i e n c e  
i t s  d a r k e r  s i d e .  L i k e  t h e  v a r s i t y  c o a c h  w h o  h a s  y o u  p l a y  f o r  h i m  a l l  y e a r  b u t ,  
b e c a u s e  h e ' s  p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y  o p p o s e d  t o  f r e s h m e n  w i n n i n g  a  v a r s i t y  l e t t e r ,  
r e m o v e s  y o u  m i d w a y  t h r o u g h  t h e  l a s t  g a m e  o f  t h e  y e a r ,  a  s i n g l e  i n n i n g  s h o r t  
o f  q u a l i f Y i n g  f o r  t h e  o n e  t h i n g  y o u  w a n t e d  a b o v e  a l l  e l s e .  O r  t h e  E n g l i s h  
t e a c h e r  w h o ,  a f t e r  y o u  w e r e  a c k n o w l e d g e d  a s  t h e  l e a g u e ' s  " M o s t  I m p r o v e d  
P l a y e r , "  a n n o u n c e s  t o  y o u r  c l a s s  t h a t  t h e  o n l y  p l a u s i b l e  e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  
r e c e i v i n g  s u c h  a n  a w a r d  w a s  t h a t  " y o u  m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  p r e t t y  b a d  t o  b e g i n  
w i t h . "  O r  t h e  u n q u a l i f i e d  c o a c h  w h o ,  i n  a  p e r v e r t e d  a t t e m p t  t o  i n s t i l l  h i s  
u n i q u e  f o r m  o f  m o t i v a t i o n  a n d  d i s c i p l i n e ,  h a s  y o u  c r a w l  o n  y o u r  h a n d s  
a n d  k n e e s - d e s p i t e  y o u r  t w o  r e c e n t  k n e e  o p e r a t i o n s - b e t w e e n  t h e  l e g s  
o f  a l l  y o u r  t e a m m a t e s  a s  t h e y  e a c h  t a k e  t u r n s  s w a t t i n g  y o u  o n  t h e  b e h i n d .  
O r ,  u l t i m a t e l y ,  t h e  d i a g n o s i s  o f  n y s t a g m u s  a n d  a s t i g m a t i s m  s o  s e v e r e  t h a t  
y o u r  K a n s a s  C i t y  R o y a l s '  c o n t r a c t  c o u l d  n o  l o n g e r  b e  p u r s u e d  ( r e c a l l  t h e  
p o p - b o t t l e - t h i c k  l e n s e s  o n  t h e  C u b b i e s '  p i n t s i z e  b a t b o y ) .  
W h e n  y o u  a r e  6  y e a r s  o l d ,  t h e  d r e a m  o f  p l a y i n g  i n  t h e  B i g  L e a g u e s  i s  
a  c e r t a i n t y ;  w h e n  y o u  a r e  2 6 ,  i t  f a d e s  t o  a  r e m o t e  p o s s i b i l i t y ;  b u t  b y  t h e  
t i m e  y o u  a r e  5 6 - l i k e  m o s t  o f  t h e  t h i n g s  y o u  c h e r i s h e d  e a r l i e r  i n  l i f e - i t  
i s  g o n e  f o r e v e r .  
G e o r g e ,  E r n i e ,  D a d ,  a n d  t h e  o l d  S t a d i u m  o n  t h e  c o r n e r  o f  M i c h i g a n  
a n d  T r u m b u l l  a r e  g o n e  t o o .  B u t  t h e i r  l e g a c i e s  a r e  n o t .  A f t e r  g i v i n g  h u n d r e d s  
o f  b a s e b a l l  c o a c h i n g  c l i n i c s - i n  j u s t  a b o u t  e v e r y  c o r n e r  o f  t h e  o l d  m i t t -
t h e  p a i n f u l  l o s s e s  o f  m y  o l d  f r i e n d s  a r e  t e m p e r e d  b y  t h e  k n o w l e d g e  t h a t  
t h o u s a n d s  o f  b o y s  a n d  g i r l s  - m o s t  o f  w h o m  I ' l l  n e v e r  m e e t  - c a n  t r a c e  
t h e i r  a p p r e c i a t i o n  f o r  T h e  G a m e  b a c k  t o  t h e  l e s s o n s  G e o r g e ,  E r n i e ,  a n d  
D a d  l o v i n g l y  s h a r e d  o n  t h o s e  w a r m  s u m m e r  n i g h t s  n e a r l y  a  h a l f - c e n t u r y  
a g o  i n  t h e  " T h u m b "  o f  t h e  f i r s t  b a s e m a n ' s  m i t t .  
R i c k  A l b r e c h t  
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Notes 
1 Under new management, Briggs Stadium was renamed Tiger Stadium 
in 1961 and continued as the home of the Detroit Tigers until the 
end of the 1999 season.The Washington Senators played in Griffith 
Stadium until1961 when the team moved its entire baseball operation 
to Minnesota. Fenway Park opened its doors in 1912 and, as the oldest 
ballpark currently in operation, remains the home of the Boston Red 
Sox. The Chicago White Sox played their home games in "old" Comis-
key Park from 1910 to 1990 when it was demolished and replaced by a 
new stadium bearing the same name. In 2003 the naming rights were 
sold to U.S. Cellular. 
2 1he distinction between a "glove" and a "mitt" is worth noting. A base-
ball glove, as is the case with any form of glove, has separate finger holes 
for each finger whereas a mitt (a truncated version of the word "mitten") 
requires more than one finger to share the same finger hole(s). Fielders 
usually wear "gloves" whereas first basemen and catchers use "mitts." A 
"six-fingered" glove has a sixth (nonfunctional) "finger" instead of the 
traditional webbing between the thumb and index finger. 
3 Eddie Gaedel was a little person (3 feet 7 inches tall to be exact) who, 
as a publicity stunt, was sent to the plate as a pinch hitter by St. Louis 
Browns maverick owner Bill Veeck in the second game of a double-
header with the Detroit Tigers on August 19, 1951. Tiger pitcher, Bob 
"Sugar" Cain, was unable to hit the reduced strike zone and walked 
Gaedel on four straight pitches (who stopped to bow to the crowd 
twice on his way to first base). 
4 In an unusual move that took place on August 3, 1960, Frank "Trader" 
Lane, the general manager of the Cleveland Indians lived up to his 
nickname by sending his team's manager, Joe Gordon to the Detroit 
Tigers in a straight-up trade for Tiger manager Jimmie Dykes. 
5 Tiger outfielder Charli 
by Detroit Tigers annou 
of his hometown-Paw 
6 In professional basebal 
white uniforms (the "go' 
cally gray) "road" unifon 
1 e  m a t t e r  i f  P e t e r  E d w a r d  
~ew Y o r k ,  O f f i c e  o f  t h e  
r k :  B a n t a m .  
7 a s e b a l l  i f  a n  i n d e p e n d e n t  
r  p e i f o r m a n c e  e n h a n c i n g  
w  Y o r k :  O f f i c e  o f  t h e  
' 1 9 5 1  C o m e b a c k ,  T h e  
e e t  j o u r n a l .  A l .  
f C :  A l g o n q u i n  B o o k s .  
e n a m e d  T i g e r  S t a d i u m  
i t  T i g e r s  u n t i l  t h e  
· s  p l a y e d  i n  G r i f f i t h  
t i r e  b a s e b a l l  o p e r a t i o n  
. 9 1 2  a n d ,  a s  t h e  o l d e s t  
e  o f  t h e  B o s t o n  R e d  
g a m e s  i n  " o l d "  C o m i s -
; h e d  a n d  r e p l a c e d  b y  a  
~ n a m i n g  r i g h t s  w e r e  
;  w o r t h  n o t i n g .  A  b a s e -
l a s  s e p a r a t e  f i n g e r  h o l e s  
m  o f  t h e  w o r d  " m i t t e n ' ' )  
f i n g e r  h o l e ( s ) .  F i e l d e r s  
: a t c h e r s  u s e  " m i t t s . "  A  
f i n g e r "  i n s t e a d  o f  t h e  
: x  f i n g e r .  
: s  t a l l  t o  b e  e x a c t )  w h o ,  
c h  h i t t e r  b y  S t .  L o u i s  
l  g a m e  o f  a  d o u b l e -
5 1 .  T i g e r  p i t c h e r ,  B o b  
e  z o n e  a n d  w a l k e d  
b o w  t o  t h e  c r o w d  
3 ,  1 9 6 0 ,  F r a n k  " T r a d e r "  
a n s  l i v e d  u p  t o  h i s  
r d o n  t o  t h e  D e t r o i t  
i m m i e  D y k e s .  
5  
T i g e r  o u t f i e l d e r  C h a r l i e  M a x w e l l  w a s  g i v e n  t h e  n i c k n a m e  " P a w  P a w "  
b y  D e t r o i t  T i g e r s  a n n o u n c e r  V a n  P a t r i c k  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  u n u s u a l  n a m e  
o f  h i s  h o m e t o w n - P a w  P a w ,  M i c h i g a n .  
6  
I n  p r o f e s s i o n a l  b a s e b a l l ,  t h e  h o m e  t e a m  c u s t o m a r i l y  w e a r s  b r i g h t  
w h i t e  u n i f o r m s  ( t h e  " g o o d  g u y s " )  a n d  t h e  v i s i t o r s  w e a r  a  d a r k e r  ( t y p i -
c a l l y  g r a y )  " r o a d "  u n i f o r m  ( t h e  " b a d  g u y s " ) .  
R i c k  A l b r e c h t  
I S  
